
Key Figure: Thomas Aquinas 
 

Intro: Thomas Aquinas was the most influential theologian of the Middle Ages and is probably 
the most influential theologian, after Augustine, in the Roman Catholic Church today. 
 

 
 
Life 
 
-He was born to a noble, Italian family near Naples in a place called “Aquino” (hence the name, 
“Aquinas”) in 1224-1225. 
-He was a quiet and very large man. As a child, due to his lumbering size and shy personality, he 
was given the nickname “dumb ox” by the other students in his school.  
-He had a lifelong fear of storms. When he was a toddler his sister had died from a lightning 
strike while they were sleeping in the same room. He carried a relic of St. Agnes to protect him 
from storms. 
-He was sent to study with religious clerics at Monte Cassino at the age of 5. He studied at 
Naples and then at the University of Paris under Albert the Great (Albertus Magnus). 
-However, instead of joining a religious order that could lead to more wealth for he and his 
family, he decided to become a Dominican monk which meant he also had to vow to be poor. 
-To keep him from becoming a Dominican his family locked him in a castle for over a year! 
They even tried to dissuade him through threats and temptations. Supposedly, his brothers put a 
naked woman in his bedroom to tempt him. But, as legend has it, due to his holiness and piety he 
grabbed a fire iron from the fireplace and chased her out of the room. Supposedly that night two 
angels appeared to him to encourage him to remain celibate. 
-He had terrible handwriting. It was called the littera inintelligibilis. 
-In 1273, a few months before his death, he had a mystical experience while at mass in which he 
somehow encountered God. He believed that experience to be so profound that all his intellectual 
work seemed vain in comparison to that.  
 

“I can write no more. I have seen things that make all my writings like straw.” -Thomas 
Aquinas 

 
-He died in 1274 at the age of just 49.  



-He was canonized as a saint in 1323 and declared an official “Doctor of the Church” in 1567. 
 
Legacy 
 
-Thomas Aquinas studied under Albert the Great in addition to attending the best university in 
the world at that time (the University of Paris). 
-His Summa Theologiae is still one of the most influential theological textbooks ever. It is five 
volumes, divided into three parts. The work consists of 38 tracts, 631 questions, about 3,000 
articles, and 10,000 objections and their answers. 
-He was an enormously competent biblical commentator. He wrote commentaries on Isaiah, 
Jeremiah, Lamentations, Psalms, Job, Matthew, John, the epistles of Paul, Hebrews, Boethius, 
Pseudo-Dionysius, and Lombard’s Four Books of Sentences. He wrote commentaries on 
Aristotle’s works including One the Soul, Physics, Politics, Nicomachean Ethics, De 
Interpretatione, Metaphysics, Posterior Analytics, and others. In addition to that he wrote a 
massive work called Summa Contra Gentiles which is like an apologetic handbook for missions 
work among non-Christians. 
-He wrote over 8 million words (the equivalent length of about 144 doctoral dissertations). 
-He was so smart that he could dictate three or four books to his scribes at the same time. 
-Supposedly Albertus Magnus once said of Thomas, “You call him the dumb ox, but in his 
teaching he will one day produce such a bellowing that it will be heard throughout the world.” 
-Fittingly, he is the patron saint of education in the Roman Catholic Church.  
-He is known as the Doctor Angelicus – the “Angelic Doctor” – due to the loftiness of his 
thoughts and the purity of his life.  
 

 
 
Theology 
 
The easiest way to understand the theology of St. Thomas is by understanding that he is merging 
Christian theology with the philosophy of Aristotle. Augustine had done something similar by 
uniting Christian theology with the philosophy of Plotinus (i.e. Neoplatonism). Aquinas is taking 
Aristotle’s work and changing it where it needs to be more Christian. 
 

-Example of substance and appearance in transubstantiation.  
 



1. We can know certain truths about God from nature (Natural Theology). Aquinas believed that 
the most important truths must be revealed to us (Trinity, incarnation, etc.) but that lost people 
could reason to God’s existence through logical proofs. 
 
2. God’s essence and his existence are the same thing (De Ente et Essentia). 
 
3. When the Bible describes God it does not do so univocally but analogically.  
 
4. God’s existence can be proved through pure reason. He outlined this as his famous “Five 
Ways” in the Summa Theologiae. To give one example: 
 

"The second way is from the nature of the efficient cause. In the world of sense we find 
there is an order of efficient causes. There is no case known (neither is it, indeed, 
possible) in which a thing is found to be the efficient cause of itself; for so it would be 
prior to itself, which is impossible. Now in efficient causes it is not possible to go on to 
infinity, because in all efficient causes following in order, the first is the cause of the 
intermediate cause, and the intermediate is the cause of the ultimate cause, whether the 
intermediate cause be several, or only one. Now to take away the cause is to take away 
the effect. Therefore, if there be no first cause among efficient causes, there will be no 
ultimate, nor any intermediate cause. But if in efficient causes it is possible to go on to 
infinity, there will be no first efficient cause, neither will there be an ultimate effect, nor 
any intermediate efficient causes; all of which is plainly false. Therefore it is necessary to 
admit a first efficient cause, to which everyone gives the name of God." -Thomas 
Aquinas 
 

5. God is pure act, simple, and impassable. 
 
6. Philosophy is good and should be used by Christians. 
 

Whereas some theologians (Bonaventure and Augustine) had thought that study for 
study’s sake was vain curiosity, Aquinas disagreed. He said, “The study of philosophy is 
legitimate and praiseworthy in itself.” 
 
“If, however, in the writings of the philosophers one finds anything contrary to faith, it is 
not philosophy but rather an abuse of philosophy stemming from a defect of reason.” -
Thomas Aquinas 
 
“Those who use philosophical texts in sacred teaching by subjugating them to faith, do 
not mix water with wine, but turn water into wine.” -Thomas Aquinas 
 

7. The purpose of all of humanity is to find its happiness in God through the beatific vision. 
 

Man cannot literally see God (God is invisible and we can only see what is material and 
created) but we can somehow experience God’s essence in eternity. 

  



8. He was a major contributor to scholasticism (the academic systematizing done in the Middle 
Ages). 
 

How education was done in the middle ages 
 

-Universities were primarily run by clergy. 
-You were under the law of the university at which you were studying. 
-You often received a classical education before moving on to advanced subjects. 
 

-Trivium (grammar, logic, and rhetoric) 
-Quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy) 

 
-After receiving an education in the liberal arts you could progress to one of the 
three higher faculties 
 

-Theology 
-Medicine 
-Law 

 
-It took 3-4 years to get your bachelor’s degree. You would then study Bible for 2 
more years. You then had to study and lecture on Peter Lombard’s Four Books of 
Sentences for 2 more years after that. Then after another 5-7 (or more) years you 
could then become a “master” or “doctor.” And, you did all this in Latin! It 
usually took 14 years of full-time study to become a professor. 
-They used the lectio (commentaries on ancient sources) and the disputatio 
method of teaching. 
-How Oxford and Cambridge do education today.  
 

 
 
(The University of Paris) 

 
9. A focus on the importance of the afterlife as more important than this life. 
 

About suffering he writes… 



 
“Now it sometimes happens that God listens not to a person’s pleas but rather to his 
advantage. A doctor does not listen to the pleas of the sick person who requests that the 
bitter medicine be taken away…instead he listens to the patient’s advantage, because by 
doing so he produces health, which the sick person wants most of all. In the same way, 
God does not remove tribulations from the person stuck in them, even though he prays 
earnestly for God to do so, because God knows these tribulations help him forward to 
final salvation. And so although God truly does listen, the person stuck in afflictions 
believes that God hasn’t listened to him.” -Thomas Aquinas 

 
Criticisms  
 
St. Thomas is critiqued for several things today. First, Protestants hate his view of justification as 
it is a progressive cooperation of man and God. Second, as a philosopher he doesn’t really create 
a lot of brand-new thoughts; he just combines Christianity and Aristotelianism. Third, his views 
of slavery (which he waffles on), sex (even in marriage), and women are downright “medieval.” 
 

“As regards the individual nature, woman is defective and misbegotten, for the active 
force in the male seed tends to the production of a perfect likeness in the masculine sex; 
while the production of woman comes from a defect in the active force or from some 
material indisposition, or even from some external influence.” –Thomas Aquinas, Summa 
Theologia I q. 92 a. 1 

 
Aquinas also said that woman was not created as a helpmate since man, “can get more 
effective help from another man – but to assist in procreation.” And that woman is 
inferior and subject to man because “man possesses more discernment of reason.” He 
further held that a male baby got its soul 40 days after procreation but a female baby 
didn’t get her soul until 80 days after procreation (though he held that aborting a baby 
anytime after conception was sin). 
 
The full human comes from the man’s seed. 

 
The method of the Summa Theologiae – An Example 



 
 
(My comments are given in italics) 
 
Article 7. Whether God is altogether simple? 
 
Objection 1. It seems that God is not altogether simple. For whatever is from God must imitate 
Him. Thus from the first being are all beings; and from the first good is all good. But in the 
things which God has made, nothing is altogether simple. Therefore neither is God altogether 
simple. 
 

(Notice that he starts with objections. In this case he uses objections from logic) 
 

Objection 2. Further, whatever is best must be attributed to God. But with us that which is 
composite is better than that which is simple; thus, chemical compounds are better than simple 
elements, and animals than the parts that compose them. Therefore it cannot be said that God is 
altogether simple. 
 
On the contrary, Augustine says (De Trin. iv, 6,7): "God is truly and absolutely simple." 
 

(Notice that, after the objections he gives a contrary view even before he has defended his 
own position. Also notice that he is quoting a major thinker, Augustine, as an 
authoritative source). 
 

I answer that, The absolute simplicity of God may be shown in many ways. 
 

(Notice that he now gives his view after listing the objections). 
 

First, from the previous articles of this question. For there is neither composition of quantitative 
parts in God, since He is not a body; nor composition of matter and form; nor does His nature 
differ from His "suppositum"; nor His essence from His existence; neither is there in Him 
composition of genus and difference, nor of subject and accident. Therefore, it is clear that God 
is nowise composite, but is altogether simple. 



 
Secondly, because every composite is posterior to its component parts, and is dependent on 
them; but God is the first being, as shown above (I:2:3). 
 
Thirdly, because every composite has a cause, for things in themselves different cannot unite 
unless something causes them to unite. But God is uncaused, as shown above (I:2:3), since He is 
the first efficient cause. 
 
Fourthly, because in every composite there must be potentiality and actuality; but this does not 
apply to God; for either one of the parts actuates another, or at least all the parts are potential to 
the whole. 
 
Fifthly, because nothing composite can be predicated of any single one of its parts. And this is 
evident in a whole made up of dissimilar parts; for no part of a man is a man, nor any of the parts 
of the foot, a foot. But in wholes made up of similar parts, although something which is 
predicated of the whole may be predicated of a part (as a part of the air is air, and a part of water, 
water), nevertheless certain things are predicable of the whole which cannot be predicated of any 
of the parts; for instance, if the whole volume of water is two cubits, no part of it can be two 
cubits. Thus in every composite there is something which is not it itself. But, even if this could 
be said of whatever has a form, viz. that it has something which is not it itself, as in a white 
object there is something which does not belong to the essence of white; nevertheless in the form 
itself, there is nothing besides itself. And so, since God is absolute form, or rather absolute being, 
He can be in no way composite. Hilary [of Poitiers] implies this argument, when he says (De 
Trin. vii): "God, Who is strength, is not made up of things that are weak; nor is He Who is light, 
composed of things that are dim." 
 

(Notice the logical rigor. Sometimes he will also quote scripture to make his point) 
 

Reply to Objection 1. Whatever is from God imitates Him, as caused things imitate the first 
cause. But it is of the essence of a thing to be in some sort composite; because at least its 
existence differs from its essence, as will be shown hereafter, (I:4:3). 
 

(Notice how he goes back to correct the initial objections) 
 
Reply to Objection 2. With us composite things are better than simple things, because the 
perfections of created goodness cannot be found in one simple thing, but in many things. But the 
perfection of divine goodness is found in one simple thing (I:4:1 and I:6:2). 
 
 


